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Abstract

Recent years have witnessed an increased interest in moral dilemmas (e.g., the footbridge dilem-
ma, which essentially asks whether you would sacrifice 1 person to save 5 persons). In the current
research, we raised a further question: what if you are paid to do so? According to the classic and
new utility theories (like the expected utility theory and prospect theory), humans maximize their
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own utility. Given that rewards increase the utility of the actions, an action with a reward has a
larger utility than an identical action without reward if other aspects are the same. Therefore,
people should be more willing to sacrifice 1 person to save 5 persons in a reward condition than in
a no-reward condition. Accordingly, we conducted two experiments, each of which contained two
versions of moral dilemmas (reward vs no-reward). Surprisingly, both experiments showed that
people were more reluctant to take action to sacrifice 1 person to save 5 persons in the reward
condition than in the no-reward condition, contradicting the hypothesis and the utility theories.
We propose a theory of money-induced shame to explain this counter-intuitive phenomenon. These
findings suggest that rewards can sometimes reduce the willingness to take actions, especially when
the actions contradict moral instincts.
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